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Our research explores the design of networked 
technologies to facilitate local suburban 
communications and to encourage people to engage 
with their local community.  While there are many 
investigations of interaction designs for networked 
technologies, most research utilises small exercises, 
workshops or other short-term studies to investigate 
interaction designs.  However, we have found these 
short-term methods to be ineffective in the context 
of understanding local community interaction.  
Moreover we find that people are resistant to 
putting their time into workshops and exercises, 
understandably so because these are academic 
practices, not local community practices.  Our 
contribution is to detail a long term embedded 
design approach in which we interact with the 
community over the long term in the course of 
normal community goings-on with an evolving 
exploratory prototype. 
This paper discusses the embedded approach to 
working in the wild for extended field research. 
INTRODUCTION 
Our method of observing and understanding the work of 
local community to inform design for local 
communications is to invite participation through an 
exploratory prototype in the form of a digital community 
noticeboard (figure 1), and to gather insights into local 
communications as participant observers in the 
community and as users of the prototype.  We have also 
undertaken unstructured interviews with many local 
people in order to build an understanding of what makes 
the community tick and participated as residents in 
community life. 
More formally structured or short-term participatory 
workshops have not been well suited to this kind of 
study, but rather an approach that draws directly from 
everyday routines and experiences of local people and 
groups has worked well to build insights over time.  
Insights are gathered though an embedded approach 
where researchers take on the participant observer role 
and are able to build connections that extend limited 
commitment people can make to ongoing traditional 
participatory workshops and exercises. 
Our research is motivated by a formative study of how 
people communicate in reference to local interests.  This 
study found that people carried out ‘private-strategic’ 
work to get ideas and activity organised, however found 
it difficult to contact the broader community outside of 
organisational member lists to gather support for local 
activities due to constraints of editorial controls of 
traditional media and non-networked, non-digital forms 
of local communications (e.g. flyers, traditional 
noticeboards) (Redhead & Brereton, 2006). 
RELATED WORK 
Previous urban Situated Display and Media Façade 
studies have given much attention to observations of 
interaction within the immediate surrounds of an 
installation.  These studies have focused short-term 
studies (a single event over a couple of hours to about 
 
Figure 1:  The noticeboard in use at the local general store. 
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four months) on social configurations and organization 
in relation to interacting with public new media 
interfaces, and typically use video to capture 
observations for highly detailed interaction related 
analysis (Churchill et al., 2004, Brynskov et al., 2009, 
Peltonen et al., 2008, Jacucci et al., 2010). 
These studies reflect only a small aspect of the issues 
surrounding community interaction in general. Daily 
lives, habits, motivations, events, friendships, groups, 
organisations, the built environment and the surrounding 
community communication fabric all play a role in 
shaping community communication.  Our shift in 
research focus is towards observations of ongoing 
participation rather than in-the-moment interaction in the 
immediate surrounds of a public display. 
The Wray Photo Display research has considered 
community participation in photo sharing through a 
public display over years, however the work was 
supported by a particular group in the community from 
which the majority of posts came (Taylor et al., 2007).  
Our research has aimed to grow participation out of the 
boundaries of any particular group or community 
champion. 
Gurstein points to the need for Community Informatics 
projects to take a Participatory Action Research (PAR) 
approach (Gurstein, 2003), however many of these 
projects are constrained to a single community group 
with defined community work and very defined 
participants.  Examples include projects supported by the 
Blacksburg Electronic Village which started as a 
networking infrastructure project in the 1990s and grew 
into a broader scoped project with theoretical and 
practical purpose of Community Informatics to build 
communities, develop information, and provide access to 
technology (Carroll, 2005).  Carroll attributes the 
success of these projects to the motivations of the 
particular community organisations involved. 
Our research shifts from this approach as we work 
outside of a single community identity.  We have aimed 
to find ways that engage intervention through an 
exploratory prototype and to involve people in 
community communications over the long-term and in a 
manner that builds slowly rather than in bursts of 
community activity such as is observable in organising 
near future events (i.e. fundraising, agricultural shows). 
Research in the field of design anthropology argues for 
this kind of long-term, embedded approach where 
researchers use prototypes and design artefacts with an 
‘interventionist agenda’ (Suchman, Blomberg, Orr, 
Trigg, 1999).  This work speaks about looking at 
‘ecologies of devices’, working practices, and finding a 
place to put new design artefacts within these ecologies.  
Our work follows this approach to design for local 
communications, however there are challenges in 
making connections, observations, and finding focus 
with such an openly defined field of exploration. 
Other research in the field of Human Computer 
Interaction discusses the challenges and opportunities of 
field trials with a call for an approach and reporting that 
breaks free from standardised, reproducible work 
(Brown, 2011) and point to the importance of finding 
perspective from the ‘messiness of everyday practice’, 
where infrastructures become ‘sites of negotiation’ (Bell 
and Dourish, 2006).  Our research binds design, use, and 
reflection within the work of local community to grow a 
long-term exploration through iterative and reflective 
design cycles, and in parallel, a local communications 
fabric. 
METHOD 
The networked digital noticeboard as the exploratory 
prototype is a tangible and useable prototype within the 
community and has played a central role in introducing 
the community to the idea of designing for gathering and 
growing local communications.  From this prompt, 
conversations can begin around online social media, 
usefulness, access, moderation, ideas, placement, etc.  
These discussions are often very open, and not usually in 
the form of direct feedback about the system, but rather 
like a mixture of ideas, thoughts, experience, and some 
feedback that give clues to the way people carry out the 
work of local community. 
Our role as participant observers varies between being a 
resident of the community and posting to the noticeboard 
as a resident, and posting to the noticeboard to invite 
posts and make new kinds of posts that might not 
normally be shown on a traditional physical noticeboard 
(i.e. ask questions) to gauge response. 
While our aim is to grow a communications platform 
that works for a mix of local people and groups, 
including those that may not normally participate in local 
community activities, we did make more formal 
interviews with community leaders or people that are 
typically involved in more traditional efforts to motivate 
community activities.  These people are expert in 
motivating people for traditional activities such as 
fundraising and in keeping themselves and members 
connected and informed.  These interviews gave us 
further insight into how people carry out the work of 
local community including the pains of local 
participation.  The interviews were conducted with the 
intention of finding out more about the work of local 
communications and to feed this into the ongoing design, 
rather than to solely gather direct feedback about the 
system. 
In addition, we keep in contact with people through 
emails that deal more directly with posting issues and 
interface feedback, and logging data is collected of 
interactions with the exploratory prototype i.e. 
interactions with the noticeboard and Web interface. 
EXPLORATORY PROTOTYPE DESCRIPTION 
The design of the exploratory prototype has evolved in 
use over time with continuity of engagement within the 
local community.  The exploratory prototype couples 
Internet technologies (Web and email) with a Situated 
Display in the form of a networked and touch-enabled 
community noticeboard.  The noticeboard display is 
designed for browsing notices and making Scribble 
notices (by writing directly on the board), while the Web 
site is designed for searching and uploading files 
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typically stored on a home computer (i.e. pdf flyers and 
images).  Email integration includes an email digest sent 
as a summary of weekly notices to registered users, the 
ability to send an email to upload a notice, and email 
notifications of comments and other activity around 
notices. 
The noticeboard display was situated in a local suburban 
store for eighteen months until the store was closed in 
January 2010, while the Web site and email integration 
remain in use.  With the intention of breaking down 
editorial controls, the overarching design philosophy is 
that anyone can post (free from porn and profanity). 
CHARACTER OF NOTICEBOARD USE 
The different channels of the networked community 
noticeboard (i.e. public display, Web site, and email 
digest) worked to build a local communications platform 
for a diverse mix of people, business, and organizations 
(179 registrations to mid September). One registration 
may represent a mix of identities as some people cross 
post local organisation activities, small business 
classifieds and notices that reflect personal interests. 
The noticeboard display in the store was used in an at-a-
glance and in-the-moment manner where people were 
attracted to interacting with images and the notices as 
objects (as opposed to any text navigation).  Scribble 
posts had chatty, in-the-moment content.  There is little 
evidence the noticeboard display itself worked to 
increase participation in growing the communications 
platform (Redhead and Brereton, 2009). 
In comparison, the Web site worked well for people to 
post and find more considered community-building 
notices, and the email digest increased the visibility of 
the notices in the everyday routines of people. 
Community-building notices call for participation in 
ideas and discussion about the growth of the local 
community (Redhead and Brereton, 2010). 
Figure 2 illustrates the characterisation of use of a 
networked local community noticeboard.  The 
noticeboard has worked to connect across different 
granularities of time, from interest and discussion around 
proposed development to queries about bad smells.  In 
addition, use has bridged across a broad range of groups 
and individuals. 
DISCUSSION 
Our research has been a process of community building 
through ongoing use of the prototype.  The process has 
been slow paced and formed through reflection and 
response to fragments of ongoing observation, 
discussion, and logging data.  This process contrasts with 
more focused bursts of energy that drive motivation to 
participate in near future community events and activity. 
While people are motivated to participate in local 
activities like events and group meetings, we have 
observed through our own efforts and those of others, 
that attendance to meetings that aim to discuss 
technologies for local communications is very low.  We 
realised early in the research that a workshop approach 
to involving people in the design of the local 
communications platform would be inadequate for the 
purposes of growing a sustainable communications 
platform. 
Much of our approach has been to see how we engage 
intervention through the prototype.  People largely find 
the noticeboard through search engines, or through the 
general store (when it was installed there), or through 
word of mouth.  Most of the people that have posted to 
the noticeboard are unknown to the researchers.  This 
approach is in stark contrast to the local community 
association, which as part of building up a substantial 
Facebook presence and blog has held public meetings, a 
community Flood recovery celebration fair, and 
organised other events in explicit membership drives.  
Our attempts at growing membership have been limited 
to a very small amount of leafleting and contacting 
people that have an obvious need get a message to the 
community. 
Our work has placed the prototype within the real world 
negotiations of local community practices.  Having 
prototypes deployed over a period of time has particular 
advantages;   
1. People are able to use the prototype systems when it 
suits them, rather than in a trial devised to suit the 
timeframe of the research inquiry. When a prototype 
is continuously available and usable, participants 
can build trust and come to rely on it. 
2. Long-term deployment reveals the variety of ways 
in which people bridge existing practices with use of 
the new system. 
3. Different people in different contexts get to hear 
about the prototype system over time and so we 
come to understand potential contexts, possibilities 
and communities of which we would not have been 
aware had we deployed for a short timeframe. 
4. Aspects of non-use can be followed up by 
ethnographic study. When prototypes are tested in 
laboratories one does not have access to aspects of 
non-use and indifference that are demonstrated over 
time. 
The reality of the situation is that while one author does 
live in the suburb, she does have a full time job in the 
city and children at schools outside of the suburb, so 
rarely spends time in local interactions.  Neither authors 
Figure 2:  The networked local community noticeboard as a 
communications fabric 
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have inclination to be a community organiser or local 
community social networker, in part due to shyness and 
a lack of willingness to make a big commitment that 
might not be sustainable with work and a family.  The 
role of participant observer in the local community 
reflects this reality; going to a few local meetings but 
never organising them, occasionally talking to the 
councillor, sometimes shopping at the local shops, never 
showing up at the school assembly because of work 
commitments, and sending out the weekly email digest 
although missing a few due to busy routines. 
Part of the motivation for our research was to find ways 
to develop a slow paced, sustainable form of local 
communication, as our experience in early interviews 
with community champions was that they burn out with 
the continued pressure to balance community volunteer 
commitments with paid work and family life.  As a 
recent example, the president of the local community 
organisation is self employed and had little work when 
he was building up the organisation.  Now that he has 
developed more work, in part likely due to building the 
community organisation and his contact network in the 
process, he has far less time to put into the community 
organisation and feels he is probably unable to maintain 
his very active community-building stance. 
These methods aim to recognise the rhythms of local 
community life and work within the reality of these, 
where people can have opportunity to contribute on their 
own terms and in their own time.  This process is fluid 
and gives time to recognise shifts in use, including 
working with other social networking platforms to keep 
the technology relevant, while keeping watch on the idea 
of community identity (as is shown in the postings to the 
noticeboard) versus social networking which has at its 
core the concept of individual identity (Jiang and 
Carroll, 2009). 
CONCLUSIONS 
This research has organised community building through 
a prototype and used a slow pace method of growing and 
gathering participation as opposed to workshops and 
short bursts of community activity.  This work is 
embedded in the reality and rhythm of everyday 
suburban community life and has discovered ways 
through these everyday realisations and ongoing design 
to grow, over time, a participatory communications 
platform for the work of local community. 
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